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Economic Freedom and Moral Values

Malhar Markandeya

Philosophy, Politics, Economics and Law

Abstract

Has increasing economic freedom made us lose touch with moral values? Does an increasingly 

free market erode the moral underpinnings of society? This paper seeks to address concerns with 

how moral values and economic freedom are related to each other. By using empirical data 

provided by the World Values Survey and the Heritage Foundation's Index of Economic 

Freedom, we will attempt to find if there is a connection between economic freedom and moral 

values. The goal of this project will be to see if there merely exists a connection between 

economic freedom and moral values, not specifically how they are correlated. Upon analyzing 

the data, it seems that there does not exist a clear connection between moral values and economic

freedom. While the results are inconclusive there are a few strange things we can take away from

the research: Certain values are positively and negatively correlated for different countries, 

similarities among these correlations are difficult to determine, and certain moral values have 

increased and decreased with changes in economic freedom.
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When asked the question "what are the biggest problems the world faces today,"there are 

many valid answers. Some people fear another war in the Middle East, other people foresee 

issues with North Korea and nuclear weapons, or how to resolve the millions of displaced 

migrants from the Syrian civil war. While these are all real problems in the world currently, they 

are less troubling than issues in the past, such as recovering from the Great Depression, the 

destruction of infrastructure resulting from World War II, and other previous global conflicts. 

One thing that is certain is that economic prosperity has helped alleviate many of the previous 

world problems we faced. Throughout the 20th century, economies developed and many countries

emerged to the global market and flourished. Countries that were previously disconnected from 

the world economy were able to trade due to advances in trade routes and technology. The 

overall effect of the global trade raised the level of wealth worldwide, pushing it higher than ever

before. As people became more prosperous, economic freedom increased as well, leading to an 

age of entrepreneurship powered by individual choice. The development of the global economy 

has lead to aid being delivered to countries in need, and groups such as the United Nations 

showcase the strength of international cooperation. Within impoverished countries, issues such 

as illiteracy and infant mortality have drastically been reduced. It seems as if economic freedom 

has been a catalyst for global change and prosperity.

In this age of unprecedented economic activity, some concerns have arisen. The case for a

moral argument seems plausible; with such unbridled freedom, there is bound to be 

consequences. Whether economic freedom promotes morally questionable activities and if 

economic freedom actively weakens moral values are two arguments that have arisen. Does self-

interest motivate people to do questionable things more often in a world of free markets? Do 
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negative moral values such as greed thrive under these systems? Does evidence that religious 

attendance and activity have been declining pose a threat to our moral values (Newport)? There 

must be some cause for concern. In this paper, I will use empirical data to find if there is a 

connection between economic freedom and moral values. Empirical data will be procured from 

both the World Values Survey and the Heritage Foundation's Index of Economic Freedom. The 

goal of this project will be to see if there merely exists a connection between economic freedom 

and moral values, not specifically how they are correlated. Ultimately, are moral values 

compatible with economic freedom, or are they opposed to each other?

Defining and Measuring Economic Freedom

Our first step will be to understand how we approach economic freedom and what are its 

goals. Economic freedom is a measure of economic activity and the strength of economic 

institutions present in a country. We would expect it to include the ability to interact with the 

market, the extent of the market, and the rights of the participants in the market. Examples of 

increasing economic freedom would be a case where individuals are able to participate in a 

market previously barred from them, where a market expands to include others, or if rights of 

property and exchange become well defined.

The Index of Economic Freedom states that economic freedom is “individual autonomy, 

concerned chiefly with the freedom of choice enjoyed by individuals in acquiring and using 

economic goods and resources” (Index 2017, p. 19). This individual autonomy is reinforced by 

institutions in a society which serve as rules for these interactions to take place. An increase in 

economic freedom could be the creation of institutions that promote economic exchange. 

Examples include the creation of a stock exchange, the ability to own a small business, and the 
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freedom of choice in a market. The Index measures several factors that promote economic 

freedom in a nation, which are grouped into four categories: the rule of law, government size, 

regulatory efficiency, and market openness (Index 2017, p. 20). The rule of law concerns 

property rights, judicial effectiveness, and government integrity; all of these measures regard the 

extent to which government is involved in economic freedom. Government size includes tax 

burden, government spending, and fiscal health. While also focused on the government, these 

measures could be considered to more directly affect the citizens of a specific nation. Regulatory 

efficiency covers business freedom, labor freedom, and monetary freedom, each a very specific 

part of what we would consider overall economic freedom. Finally, market openness deals with 

trade freedom, investment freedom, and financial freedom, all which are extensions of market 

interactions. These are the categories which the Index of Economic freedom evaluates all the 

countries involved in the survey, and exist as equally important values for an economically free 

society to have. In a sense, they all affect each other, and increases or decreases within each 

category directly affect other aspects of economic freedom. 

An important distinction to make in this essay will be the relationship between economic 

freedom and capitalism. Capitalism is a system that certainly promotes economic freedom, but 

our goal is not determining whether capitalism as a system is compatible with moral values. 

China, for example, is not a capitalist country. In spite of this, they are much more involved in 

the global economy than they were a century ago, which encourages us to analyze how economic

freedom has changed in China. If we solely focused on countries that followed a capitalist 

system, we would be excluding significant players in the world economy, leaving our study 

incomplete. In order to proceed properly, we must avoid arguments critiquing capitalism, and 
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instead focus on arguments critiquing economic freedom.

Defining and Measuring Moral Values

Moral values, unlike economic values, are a bit harder to define. Certain moral values 

may not be agreed upon by everyone, while other values are accepted without hesitation. It 

seems likely that many people would agree that activities such as stealing are not morally good, 

but activities such as recreational drugs are debatable. For this project, we will try to focus on 

values used by the World Values Survey that have some connection to morality. First, we should 

identify survey questions from the World Values Survey that seem to be related to a general idea 

of morality. Then, we will narrow our focus down by defining morality more clearly, and finally, 

we will have a list of questions that satisfy morality and have a valid use in this study.

Williamson's research on Economic Growth and Culture also used the World Values 

Survey in an attempt to show how cultural growth affects economic growth. (Williamson, 2011) 

Similar to Williamson's research, we will be using the World Values Survey to search for a 

connection between economic freedom and moral values. The first question we must ask to begin

our search for moral values is as follows: what are some of the values we would believe are 

related to morality from the World Values Survey? After looking through the survey, I have 

identified several categories that might be of interest for this study. I will list these questions and 

briefly explain their relevance to our study before deciding the final list. The questions can be 

separated into multiple broad categories: religious values, institutional and economic values, 

positive moral values, and negative moral values. The categories will be referred to by their 

question number in Wave 6 of the World Values Survey. 

Religious values seem like a safe place to start for moral values. Various religions 
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encourage positive moral values, such as tolerance and acceptance, as well as respect for others 

and charity. Religion is not the only measure of moral values, which is why other categories for 

moral values will be useful to have. For religious values, the survey questions I took a look at 

were Importance in life: Religion (V9), Important Child Qualities: Religious Faith (V19), Active 

Membership: Church or Religious Organization (V25), Confidence in Church (V108), Identity as

a Religious Person (V147), and Tolerance of Other Religions (V156). The first question, V9, has 

been asked for almost every wave of the survey and simply asks participants "How important in 

your life is religion," ranging from very important to not important at all, including a category 

for people who are unsure. The second question, V19, is similar to the first question but with the 

focus on how the respondent believes their children should be taught. Both of these first 

questions are important, and should not be ignored as we look through the complete set of data. 

They both have extensive results and should give us a good idea of how religion influences 

individuals. V25 discusses how active participants are within a church or other religious 

organization, but it may not be a very accurate representation of how religion is involved in 

people's lives. Not every person has access to a church or religious organization near them, so 

while this question is interesting I do not believe it is of help to our study. V108 asks how much 

confidence the respondents have in the church or religious organization they follow. This 

question has extensive data as well and should be of use to us, because while a person might 

have strong beliefs about their religion, their beliefs in religious institutions may be different. 

V147 is a self-identification question, asking if the participants believe they are a "religious 

person," however I feel that V9 answers the issue of how important religion is to an individual 

much better. V156, while an interesting question, was only introduced in the last wave of 
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surveys, and therefore we do not have any long-term data to track the changes with. In a future 

study, it may prove to be a more useful question.

The second set of values I have looked into are institutional values and economic values. 

I decided to group these values together because institutional rights are closely related to 

economic rights in a country, and since we will be looking at economic freedom it seemed 

relevant to group them together. The survey questions of interest were Income Equality (V96), 

Thoughts on Competition (V99), Wealth Accumulation (V101), Confidence in Courts (V114), 

Confidence in Charitable Organizations (V124), and Civil Rights protecting liberties from the 

Government (V136). The first question was about how a respondent felt about income equality in

their country. The survey asks for participants to rank what they believe would be an ideal 

division of wealth in a society, with 1 being as egalitarian as possible and 10 not advocating for 

any income equality. I feel that this question is very valuable for this study. As wealth in a 

society grows, it is possible that some individuals profit more than others. This question 

addresses how the respondents feel about the change in the division of wealth as economic 

freedom increases. V99 asks participants for their opinion on competition and whether it is good 

or harmful. V99 is critical to how we think about economic freedom – a staple of free markets is 

competition among individuals and companies. V101 questions participants' thoughts on wealth 

in a society, with an answer of 1 indicating that people only get rich at the expense of others, and 

10 indicating that wealth grows enough for all people to enjoy. I feel that this question is 

valuable as well, as both sides of the argument seem to have some merit. We will discuss later, 

but for now, it seems reasonable to include this into the study. V114 asks about how confident 

individuals are in the justice system of their nation, ranging from "a great deal" of confidence to 
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none at all, including an option for those unsure. A society that claims to uphold economic 

freedom should have institutions that support individual freedoms. This question is relevant to 

our study and presents a moral case for institutional justice. V124 deals with how individuals 

perceive charities and allow them to rate their confidence in the same manner as the previous 

question. Charity is certainly a moral value, and it should be interesting to see how respondents 

value charity. V136 assessed if respondents thought civil liberties were an essential characteristic

of democracy. An interesting question, though I believe it would be more applicable to a study on

civil rights of oppressed countries. I have decided to leave it out of the final selection.

The next two sections discuss positive and negative moral values, as we discussed at the 

beginning of this section. The World Values Survey includes some questions focused on specific 

moral scenarios, which may be valuable for this study. The positive values we will asses include:

Important Child Qualities: Hard Work (V13), Important Child Qualities: Responsibility (V14), 

Important Child Qualities: Tolerance (V16), Does Hard Work Bring Success (V100), and Trust 

of other people (V24). V13, V14, and V16 are all similar questions, discussing how respondents 

feel about values of their children. Each of these questions seems to have some importance to 

what we would assume are positive moral values, so we will include all three in our study. V100 

is another question regarding work ethic and goes well together with V13. It could be intriguing 

to include both V13 and V100 together in the discussion of moral values. V24 is a singular 

question about tolerance, and while interesting I believe V16 captures this information better.

The negative moral values present in the survey are very specific and only a few seem 

applicable to this project. The values I have selected for this category should be easily acceptable

as negative moral values, and allow us to proceed without a lengthy discussion. These questions 
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include: Wrongfully Claiming Government Benefits (V198), Stealing Property (V200), 

Accepting a Bribe (V202), and Violence (V210). These survey questions ask about how 

justifiable any of the above actions are, ranging from 1 being not acceptable and 10 is always 

acceptable. While V198 and V202 have trend data available, V200 and V210 do not. It would be 

difficult to make an educated judgment with only one data point, so we will leave out V200 and 

V210.

This leaves us with the following set of questions from the categories discussed above: 

Religion (V9), Important Child Qualities: Religious Faith (V19), Confidence in Church (V108), 

Income Equality (V96), Thoughts on Competition (V99), Wealth Accumulation (V101), 

Confidence in Courts (V114), Confidence in Charitable Organizations (V124), Important Child 

Qualities: Hard Work (V13), Important Child Qualities: Responsibility (V14), Important Child 

Qualities: Tolerance (V16), Does Hard Work Bring Success (V100), Wrongfully Claiming 

Government Benefits (V198), and Accepting a Bribe (V202). I feel that these 14 questions will 

provide useful insight into how moral values have changed in our countries of interest as well as 

how economic freedom and moral values relate.

Where Morality and Economics Meet

What are some of the problems we face when putting economic values and moral values 

together? While some virtues may seem applicable to both economic values as well as moral 

values, such as a good work ethic, other issues are not as clear. There has been plenty of 

discussion of morality and economic freedom in previous literature, levied by both critics and 

supporters of economic freedom. 

Arguments against complete economic freedom have been proposed by both Debra Satz 
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and G. A. Cohen. Satz in "Why Some Things Should Not Be For Sale" argues that there are 

certain aspects of economic freedom that lead to morally questionable transactions. Satz analyzes

certain industries, such as the prostitution industry, to show that advances in economic freedom 

have lead to more opportunities for people, but also harmful moral activities (Satz). Given the 

harm done to moral systems, should the market be completely free? Cohen, on the other hand, 

argues for socialism as a preferable system for market interactions. Cohen's famous camping trip 

example shows why we would come to prefer socialism in a society (Cohen, p.3). Systems built 

on economic entrepreneurship lead to a sense of ownership over goods and lead to situations that

while they appear mutually beneficial, are only driven by entitlement and self-interest. Economic

freedom can provide some advantages but it is important for us to note its shortcomings.

Arguments in recent literature that seem to be for economic freedom include Jared 

Meyer's “Beyond Utility: Providing a Moral Foundation for Capitalism,” and Dwight Lee's 

“Moderating the Dark Side of Emotional Morality with the Bright Side of Market Morality.” 

Meyer's goal is to show that the problem with analyses of market systems is that they often focus

on only one model of mankind, homo economicus. Meyer presents another model, homo moralis,

which may help us better understand how economic freedom and market interactions are actually

supported by a moral model (Meyers). Meyer claims the values and liberties supported in a 

system of high economic freedom are indeed compatible with homo moralis as well as homo 

economicus, showing that coexistence of these values is possible. Lee's paper addresses the 

thought that moral values cannot survive in a free market, as free market values will erode moral 

values. Lee claims that proper institutions can actually promote morality, in his case market 

morality, to the benefit of the people involved. A system of economic freedom doesn't have to 
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address either market values or moral values – it can be fine-tuned to address both (Lee).

A middle-of-the-road argument from Christopher McMahon in "Morality and the 

Invisible Hand" is perhaps the sensible way to go. McMahon claims that morality can be 

compatible with free market principles within certain limits. There is a breaking point for 

morality given how much freedom there is in an economy, however, it is perfectly possible to 

have moral values intact as well as a free market system (McMahon). Everyday interactions have

followed the invisible hand, but there is reason to believe moral interactions may follow this 

model as well, leading to a society that achieves both strong and balanced market principles as 

well as moral principles.

Finally, how does the issue of the profit motive fit into this argument? Consider a person 

who has brought about great change and greatly improved the quality of other people's lives. 

While we are thankful they have done this act and provided help to others, should we criticize 

them if they earn a profit from their actions? Two people applicable to this situation would be 

Mother Teresa and Steve Jobs. While both brought about change and improved the quality of life

for many, the methods used to achieve these goals were much different. For Mother Teresa, 

various acts of charity and care allowed her to improve the lives of the ill and those in need of 

help. On the other hand, Steve Jobs revolutionized computer technology, paving the way for 

smart-devices and personalized computers. It would be difficult to say Steve Jobs did not 

improve the lives of millions of people by advancing computer technology, however, his reward 

for doing so was an extremely large profit margin. Should this be of concern? Perhaps a better 

question is: would Steve Jobs have created the technology had he known there was little or no 

profit involved? We have many issues to consider, and we will try our best to focus solely on 
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how moral values and economic freedom are related and remain unbiased. 

The Intersection of the Index and the WVS

There are many places for us to focus our attention, however, I will only choose a few 

countries to look at and provide support for why these countries were chosen. For these 

countries, we will look at how their economic freedom has changed in the Index of Economic 

Freedom, as well as some measures of moral values from the World Values Survey, to see if there

exists a relationship. I have selected a few countries of interest, namely the United States, Hong 

Kong, Mexico, Brazil, Japan, China, and India. I will explain the importance of these select 

countries, before proceeding to explain how the data between economic freedom and the 

questions from the WVS are related.

The United States is often considered one of the most free economies in the world, a 

place where institutions enable "The American Dream," and everyone has a path to wealth if they

put in the effort. In spite of these assumptions, the Index of Economic Freedom does not rank the

United States among the highest economically free countries. The Index has recorded data since 

1995 and the United States has had some interesting changes over the years. The United States 

reached its highest point of economic freedom in 2006, being classified as a "free" economy for a

few years, before falling back into the "mostly free" category. In 1995, the United States scored a

76.7% on the Index yet in 2018 the U.S. now sits at 75.7%. The United States has an interesting 

trend which hopefully will give us some curious results when we look further into the data.

Hong Kong is currently the highest ranking nation on the Index, sitting at 90.2%. Hong 

Kong is an economic hub within Asia and has only grown more significant as time has passed. 

Hong Kong's strength has always been in its trade and economic activity, so economic 
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institutions have developed to best promote these activities. Hong Kong has continuously placed 

near the top of the Index since 1995, never dropping below 88.6%. Being a bastion of economic 

freedom, it will be useful to see what moral impacts unrestricted economic activity has had. 

Mexico and the United States are dependent on each other for economic activity and 

naturally developed as trading partners due to their proximity. However, Mexico has frequently 

struggled with forming strong institutions which have done nothing but dampen the potential of 

their economy. The Index tells an interesting story about Mexico. Brazil, India, and Mexico all 

have had stagnant change throughout the years, with Mexico frequently moving up and down on 

the Index. If the economic freedom and moral values have any such relationship, it should be 

possible we will see quite a few when analyzing Mexico's data.

Brazil and India are two developing economies with some of the most potentials. Both 

are backed by a large workforce, ability for large growth, and infant industries capable of global 

expansion. Both have gone through tremendous change as industry and institutions began to 

arise, moving out of the "Repressed" category and experiencing more economic freedom. While 

India has had a stagnant but slight increase in freedom, Brazil seems to have declined. Internal 

politics play a significant role in determining what institutions are instated, and Brazil seems to 

have fallen on tough times. A big issue that has plagued India, Brazil, as well as Mexico has been

the corruption of government officials. India and Brazil may have a lot of potential to become 

serious global economies, but they must first build up proper institutions and solve problems 

which weaken economic activity.

China was previously in a state similar to India and Brazil, however strong institutions 

and involvement in the global economy has enabled them to become a key economic player. On 
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the other hand, China wouldn't exactly be described as a "free" economy. The ruling party, the 

Communist Party of China, has strict regulations on what is permissible and is known to engage 

in questionable activities such as censorship. In spite of the role of government, China is still a 

powerful economy driven by a strong workforce. China may be one of the biggest 

counterexamples for this study; with little improvement in economic freedom yet incredible 

economic activity, have moral values been affected?

Japan has been one of the most curious cases of economic development. Rising from the 

ashes of World War II, with very few institutions in place at the time, Japan rapidly developed 

thriving industries and build institutions to encourage further development, returning to the 

global economy with full force in the late 20th century. Japan's growth might be impressive, but 

concerns about sustainability arise. Japan lacks space for massive development, unlike Brazil, 

India, and China. Furthermore, Japan does not have an impressive population growth rate, which 

will lead to a smaller workforce compared to other countries. While strong institutions and 

valuable industries are present, it is questionable how long this growth can last. The rapid growth

may be a valuable tool for our study, as we may see if almost instantaneous growth has had an 

impact on moral values in Japan.

Results of the Study

First, we will organize the data from the Index of Economic Freedom, to show how 

economic freedom has changed since 1995. The table has been split into two parts, from 1995 – 

2006 and 2007 – 2018, solely for the purposes of easier viewing. The values in the table 

represent the percentage values from the Index of Economic Freedom, with 0% as no freedom 

and 100% as the most freedom possible. A graphical representation is available below the tables. 
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Table 1, 1995 - 2006

Table 2, 2007 – 2018

Figure 1, The Change in Economic Freedom, from the Index.
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2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018
Brazil 56.2 56.2 56.7 55.6 56.3 57.9 57.7 56.9 56.6 56.5 52.9 51.4
China 52 53.1 53.2 51 52 51.2 51.9 52.5 52.7 52 57.4 57.8
Hong Kong 89.9 89.7 90 89.7 89.7 89.9 89.3 90.1 89.6 88.6 89.8 90.2
India 53.9 54.1 54.4 53.8 54.6 54.6 55.2 55.7 54.6 56.2 52.6 54.5
Japan 72.7 73 72.8 72.9 72.8 71.6 71.8 72.4 73.3 73.1 69.6 72.3
Mexico 66 66.2 65.8 68.3 67.8 65.3 67 66.8 66.4 65.2 63.6 64.8
United States 81.2 81 80.7 78 77.8 76.3 76 75.5 76.2 75.4 75.1 75.7

1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006
Brazil 51.4 48.1 52.6 52.3 61.3 61.1 61.9 61.5 63.4 62 61.7 60.9
China 52 51.3 51.7 53.1 54.8 56.4 52.6 52.8 52.6 52.5 53.7 53.6
Hong Kong 88.6 90.5 88.6 88 88.5 89.5 89.9 89.4 89.8 90 89.5 88.6
India 45.1 47.4 49.7 49.7 50.2 47.4 49 51.2 51.2 51.5 54.2 52.2
Japan 75 72.6 70.3 70.2 69.1 70.7 70.9 66.7 67.6 64.3 67.3 73.3
Mexico 63.1 61.2 57.1 57.9 58.5 59.3 60.6 63 65.3 66 65.2 64.7
United States 76.7 76.7 75.6 75.4 75.5 76.4 79.1 78.4 78.2 78.7 79.9 81.2
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There are some general trends we can analyze by looking at these graphs. Hong Kong has

been extremely stable in their ability to provide economic freedom to their citizens. India and 

China both began in a repressed economic state, and have since improved with minor ups and 

downs. The United States had a period of positive growth of economic freedom, followed by a 

shift backward. Japan, Brazil, and Mexico all had very sudden changes in economic freedom, for

good or bad, sometime in the past decades. With these general trends in mind, it will now be 

important to look at how the data for moral values have changed over the survey period.

 The moral categories we devised from the World Values Survey, religious values, 

institutional and economic values, positive moral values, and negative moral values, will be used

as we analyze how economic freedom and moral values are (if, at all) correlated. We will start 

with religious values. 

Religious values seem to have two paths of change – religious faith and religious 

institutions. Religion (V9) and Important Child Qualities: Religious Faith (V19) fall into the first

path, while Confidence in Church (V108) follows the second. Starting with the latter, it seems 

nearly unanimous that religious institutions have been losing the trust of the population. The 

countries except for India (and Hong Kong, simply by lacking the data) all showed a significant 

decrease in the population's confidence in religious churches and institutions. Brazil from the 

1990's to the 2010's showed a decrease from 40% to 22% of people who have "a great deal" of 

confidence in churches, and the United States from the 1980's to 2010's shows a similar trend, 

from 46% to 19%. Other countries show this trend as well, but not nearly as extreme. For 

religious faith, a different story is told. For V9, countries exhibited a variety of changes. China, 

Brazil, and Japan showed no change, Hong Kong and India both documented slight and steady 
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increases, the United States showed a steady decrease, and Mexico showed a sharp increase 

followed by a sharp decrease. For V19, Important Child Qualities: Faith, similar results were 

present. China, Brazil, and Japan showed no change, Hong Kong and India showed slight and 

steady increases, and both Mexico and the United States showed an increase followed by a 

decrease. It seems the only fact that we know for certain is that faith in religious institutions has 

fallen. The most convincing statistic from the religious values category seems to be for V19, 

where countries seemed to follow their trend data positively. For now, we will turn our focus to 

institutional and economic values. 

The economic values of the survey were Income Equality (V96), Competition (V99), and 

Wealth Accumulation (V101). Income inequality is one of the most interesting statistics to 

observe – India, China, Brazil, and Mexico all documented increases in thoughts that incomes 

should be more equal. Hong Kong, Japan, and the United States showed insignificant changes, 

with no real increase or decrease noticeably. This data set is extremely interesting for us – India, 

China, and Brazil are all predicted to be some of the strongest economies in the future and have 

been experiencing dramatic, mostly positive, changes in economic freedom. Mexico has also 

gone through significant changes in economic freedom, showing that the respondents did care 

about equality in light of such changes. For thoughts on competition, many countries seem 

divided. China shows decreasing thoughts on competition each year, while India shows 

increasing thoughts on competition being the only two polar opposites on this statistic. Mexico 

and the United State's thoughts on competition seem to have followed their trend with economic 

freedom – when economic freedom was lower, thoughts on competition were similarly low, but 

as economic freedom increased, competition was looked at more favorably. This is true with the 
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downward trend both countries have experienced with economic freedom as well. Japan and 

Brazil seem to show a different perspective, as both countries seemed to be suddenly in favor of 

competition when the economic freedom was lower. In the early 2000's, when Japan's economic 

freedom decreased significantly, there was a rise in respondents saying competition was 

favorable. When Japan regained economic freedom in the later 2000's this statistic returning to 

the numbers of the pre-2000's respondents. Brazil shows the same trend in a different way – 

when economic freedom was highest in Brazil in the mid-2000's, Only 26% of respondents said 

competition was completely favorable. Yet in the early 1990's and 2010's, when Brazil's 

economic freedom was at its lowest, respondents said with 40% and 38% respectively, that 

competition was completely favorable. Finally, with V101, Wealth Accumulation, countries have

been experiencing almost no change. One trend that appears is that within Mexico and Brazil, 

people have become more likely to agree that wealth can grow enough so that everyone can 

benefit, rather than people only becoming rich at the exploitation of others. 

The institutional values were Confidence in Courts (V114) and Confidence in Charity 

Organizations (V124), both statistics representing important moral institutions within a society. 

For V114, it seems that there has been little effect of economic freedom on these values. Japan, 

the United States, and Hong Kong presented no significant changes, China and Brazil showed 

decreases in confidence, while both India and Mexico showed increases. Results from V124 are 

also perplexing. Most countries exhibited insignificant changes in the confidence in courts, 

however, Mexico has shown a steady decrease in confidence while Brazil has shown more 

respondents overall moving into the "Quite a lot" of confidence category. There are many factors 

involved in this statistic, including the decision of certain national cases, that may make 
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interpreting the results slightly less useful. In general, there has been little change to confidence 

in the court system as economic freedom has changed. 

The last sections organized would be both the positive and negative moral values, 

including Important child qualities: Hard Work (V13), Important Child Qualities: Responsibility 

(V14), Important Child Qualities: Tolerance (V16), Does Hard Work Bring Success (V100), 

Wrongfully claiming Government Benefits (V198) and Accepting a Bribe (V202). Across all the 

countries surveyed, the positive moral categories have continually increased, regardless of 

positive or negative changes in economic freedom. The most dramatic changes appear to be in 

the United States and India, where from 1980-2014, valuing hard work as a trait in children went

from 26% to 66% and 67% to 95%, respectively. For the negative moral values, we have the two 

government-related values, V198 and V202, and the two non-government values. For V198, it 

seems that it has become more acceptable to take government benefits for which you are not 

entitled for. Brazil and Japan has no noticeable change in this statistic but China, Hong Kong, 

India, Mexico, and the United States began to find it more acceptable to claim these government 

benefits. For V202 there are some interesting results on the perception of bribes. Hong Kong, 

Japan, and India showed little change and China showed a dramatic decrease in the perception 

that bribery is unacceptable. The results for Mexico, Brazil, and the United States are a bit more 

interesting. For Mexico, as economic freedom increased, the data seems to suggest that 

respondents didn't have harsh views on bribery. Meanwhile in Brazil and the United States, as 

economic freedom increased, so did the thought that bribery was unacceptable. 

Possibilities for Errors

As we review the data, there are several things to note. For one, the World Values Survey 
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is not a completely precise measure of moral values in a country at any given time. The survey 

only records about 1000-2000 responses per country, and despite this being a large sample it is 

less than ideal for conclusive results. With a sample of this size, it is possible to record regional 

bias, sample size bias, and bias from the interpretation of the question. Nonetheless, it is the most

complete survey available to us currently.

Certain trends are difficult for us to explain, and may require specific knowledge of a 

country or the region being surveyed for an explanation of why such a trend occurred. Cultural, 

regional, or temporal effects are all possible results which we may not have adequate information

to assess properly. For questions such as Confidence in Courts (V114), it is very likely that the 

thoughts on the courts change with a national court decision. As a United States Citizen, it is 

possible to see where this may be involved. In recent years there have been many polarizing 

court issues which have received landmark decisions, such as Obergefell v Hodges, the same-sex

marriage case. We would expect this to have both an effect of some people increasing their 

confidence in the courts, while others decreasing their confidence in the courts. However, I am 

only aware of such cases by being an American. If I was to try and explain why Mexico has had 

a decrease in confidence or why India has had an increase, It might be difficult for me to 

understand the legal and cultural precedents of the important court cases which altered 

respondents' opinions. 

Another issue could possibly be a lag-time before we see a change in moral values from 

altering economic freedom. We do not know how quickly the effects of economic freedom are 

truly recognized by the general population. When economic freedom increases, an avid 

businessman will probably feel the effects almost immediately. But for the average person in any
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given nation, we do not know how soon the effects of economic freedom are felt. We have 

moved forward in this paper assuming that economic freedom and moral values are closely 

affected by each other, but we cannot be completely certain. Because the World Values Survey 

groups each wave of questions into a 5-year span, it seems reasonable to say the effects of 

increasing economic freedom in year X might be recognized by year X+5. This range of data 

collection I think proves beneficial, however, if economic freedom and morality aren't correlated 

within this 5-year span, or if it is correlated almost instantaneously, we would prefer a better 

form of measurement. 

Conclusion

Overall, there is not a clear connection between economic freedom and morality – we are 

not able to conclude if moral values and economic freedom have a positive or negative 

correlation. There were still many interesting points of data we learned from the study. 

Confidence in the church and other religious organizations fell regardless of positive or negative 

changes in economic freedom. Despite falling confidence in religious organizations, respondents 

had increasing value for their children partaking in religious activities. Positive moral values 

showed an increase in all countries, seemingly unaffected by changes in economic freedom. 

Mexico and the United States seemed to have a positive correlation between approval of 

competition and economic freedom, while Japan and Brazil followed the opposite correlation. In 

Mexico, as economic freedom increased, strong disapproval for bribery fell, but in Brazil and the

United States, as economic freedom increased, strong disapproval for bribery increased. Mexico 

and Brazil, both struggling with corruption in their institutions, recorded opposing thoughts on 

courts and legal institutions – Mexican respondents had decreasing faith in the courts while 
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Brazilian respondents had increasing faith. As we can seen, there doesn't appear to exist an 

extremely strong correlation between economic freedom and moral values. In a certain case-by-

case basis it may appear to be true, but there are many cases yet to be analyzed. 

For future research, it may be beneficial to observe larger trends throughout continents, 

countries, or regions to pinpoint the result of the effects. By having a more precise selection of 

respondents, variability of the survey's answers can be reduced. It may also be useful to more 

clearly define certain moral values, and how a value will be used in the study. There were many 

different questions from the survey which seemed plausible but were ultimately ruled out due to 

either being too new to have data points on, or not being relevant enough to both morality and 

economic freedom. Another way to handle the information better would be to research the 

cultural and historical backgrounds of the countries' moral values, to better understand how they 

are affected by changes. Without complete knowledge of these countries, it may seem like many 

of these changes simply come down to cultural differences. Perhaps Asian countries simply have 

stronger beliefs about hard work because of a cultural belief in strong work ethic. Understanding 

the background for these moral values may reveal more information behind the changes, and 

lead to more conclusive results. 

With the new knowledge obtained from this study, it seems satisfactory that economic 

freedom doesn't clearly cause moral values to increase nor decrease. While there is plenty of 

room for research in this field, perhaps there truly is no connection between morality and 

economic freedom as scholars have been debating, and it merely comes down to cultural trends 

and individual perceptions of the survey. 
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